COVENANT

Strengthening Congregation-Presbytery Relationships




CALLED,
COVENANT

Strengthening Congregation-Presbytery Relationships




Called to Covenant
Strengthening Congregation-Presbytery Relationships

A resource produced by the Life and Mission Agency
© The Presbyterian Church in Canada, 2004

Writers: The Rev. Dr. Jim Czegledi, Ms. E. Lynne Geddes, The Rev. Gordon Haynes,
The Rev. Kate Jordan, Ms. Maureen Kelly, The Rev. J.P. Ian Morrison, Ms. Anne Phillips,
The Rev. Dr. Brian Ross, The Rev. Susan Shaffer, The Rev. Dr. Harry Waite

Editor: The Rev. Susan Shaffer
Editorial Assistance: Keith Knight
Artwork: David Wysotski

Design and Layout: Tim Faller Design Inc.

The Presbyterian Church in Canada
50 Wynford Drive
Toronto, Ontario M3C 1]J7

PRINTED IN CANADA



Table of Contents

How to Use This Resource 4
Introduction 5
Chapter 1 8

Called to Covenant:
The Biblical and Theological Basis for Call and Covenant

Chapter 2 16
Called to Care (1):
The Ministry of Regular Pastoral Oversight by Presbyteries

Chapter 3 24
Called to Be and to Do:
The Ministry of Congregational Planning

Chapter 4 28
Called to Care (2):
The Ministry of Crisis Intervention by Presbyteries

Afterword 35
Called to Covenant:
Strengthening Congregation-Presbytery Relationships

Endnotes 36



How to Use This Resource

he Called to Covenant project was designed to strengthen the relationships between

congregations and presbyteries. In response to numerous requests for help in recent

years, the project engaged the church in research and consultation about pastoral
oversight, congregational planning and crisis intervention.

This two-volume resource is the fruit of that process. It offers the church theological
reflection and discussion on these areas of its life, as well as tools and processes that have
been found to be helpful in parts of the church.

In 2004 the General Assembly agreed to commend this work to the church with the
following recommendation:

That sessions and presbyteries be encouraged to continue working to strengthen the
covenantal relationships they share making creative use of the resources developed by

the Called to Covenant project.
(Acts and Proceedings, 2004, p. 410)

We encourage sessions and presbyteries to explore this two-volume resource fully.
They should feel free to adapt it for their own particular circumstances.

We pray that this work will help sessions and presbyteries to understand and support
one another in their respective ministries.

Life and Mission Agency
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Introduction

Covenantal Relationships

In The Presbyterian Church in Canada covenantal relationships exist between
presbyteries, congregations and ministers. They are rooted in our relationship with God —
Father, Son and Holy Spirit — and in our understanding of who and whose we are. The
congregation calls a minister, and the congregation and minister covenant to work together
in ministry. The presbytery is responsible to care for the wellbeing of congregations and
ministers within its bounds, by providing support and a means for accountability.
Presbyteries, congregations and ministers must strive continuously to live out these covenants
faithfully. When their efforts bear good fruit, the church is strengthened for its participation
in Christ’s ministry to the world.

How faithfully is The Presbyterian Church in Canada living out these covenants? The
evidence is clear that improvement is critically needed. One has only to trace the many
requests from across the denomination for ways to address perceived injustices and to
strengthen the relationships between congregations and presbyteries. Each year, the
denomination asks the General Assembly for direction with matters of concern to it. These
requests come in the form of overtures from sessions and presbyteries, additional motions
from commissioners to Assembly, and reports of special commissions to Assembly. A quick
survey! of the minutes of General Assemblies over the 16-year period between 1983 and 1999
revealed 141 requests concerning pastoral oversight, accountability, conflict and planning:
clear testimony to the fact that issues of living in covenant relationship have been on the mind
of this church.

The Called to Covenant Project

The Called to Covenant project of the Life and Mission Agency was designed in response
to needs identified within our denomination to strengthen congregation-presbytery
relationships. This four-year project had a mandate to carry out a process of consultation,
research and reporting, in consultation with the Clerks of Assembly. A ten-member working
group from central Ontario was appointed, augmented by seven corresponding members
from across Canada so there were members from all the synods (See Acknowledgements in
the Resource Book). The Rev. Dr. Tom Gemmell served as project coordinator from October,
1999 until health concerns necessitated his resignation in March, 2003. Subsequently the Rev.
J.P. Ian Morrison served as coordinator until the conclusion of the project in September 2004.
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The Design of the Project

What beliefs, attitudes and behaviours will help the church to live out its covenant
relationships faithfully? The project design phase identified several key areas for
improvement. Some will require changes in mind, heart and will. Others will require the
strengthening of skills and abilities. To live faithfully in covenant, presbyteries, congregations
and ministers must be willing to engage in ministry as a team that involves ministers, lay
people and church courts. They must be willing and able to examine the values that direct
their actions (their lived or operative values) and to set and monitor goals that are workable.
Further, presbyteries, congregations and ministers must be open to challenging and
reaffirming or changing their understandings of ministry. Finally, they must be willing and
able to address problems and face conflict with a Christ-centred confidence.

To help the church grow in these areas, the project was designed with a number of goals.
Firstly, the project seeks to help increase the willingness of presbyteries, congregations and
ministers to engage in accountability that is creative, caring, fair and edifying to the church.
In addition, the project intends to strengthen presbyteries in their role of providing pastoral
oversight to ministers and congregations. The project seeks further to stimulate discussion
of a congregation’s ministry as a team that involves minister, session, committees and board
of managers with accountability one to another for defining, planning and reviewing its
ministries. Finally, the project seeks to stimulate discussion about how to handle conflict
in the church constructively, and to help presbyteries to intervene effectively when
congregations are in crisis.

To accomplish these goals, the project has sought to discover and develop means for
enhancing the understanding of pastoral oversight among presbyteries, congregations and
ministers. The project has focussed on discovering and developing tools and procedures: for
presbyteries to provide pastoral oversight to ministers and congregations; for congregational
leadership to define, plan and review the ministries of their congregations, with the assistance
of their presbyteries as needed; and for presbyteries to intervene effectively when congregations
are in crisis. Finally, the project is communicating what it has learned, discovered and
developed with congregations and presbyteries across the denomination.

Defining the Issues

The first phase of the project involved church-wide consultation to gather data and
identify key issues. In this information from the church, the dynamics of healthy covenantal
relationships between congregations and presbyteries were described. So too were concerns
in three areas which have remained focal points for the project: regular pastoral oversight
of congregations and ministers by presbyteries, planning and accountability, and crisis
intervention by presbyteries. The consultation also revealed that several presbyteries
have been using a number of strategies to strengthen covenantal relationships within
their bounds.

Studying the Responses

The second phase involved contacting sessions and presbyteries for feedback related to
the key issues and strategies involved in strengthening congregation-presbytery relationships.
The Called to Covenant working group was grateful for the number of thoughtful, insightful
responses received from across the church. A total of 130 sessions and 14 presbyteries
responded. Feedback from the church supported the continued focus on the three key areas
identified through the consultation process (regular pastoral oversight, planning and
accountability, crisis intervention), while providing valuable insights and suggestions.
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The working group was also greatly assisted by the input and feedback of those who
gathered for the two church-wide consultations. Clerks of presbyteries, synods and Assembly
also contributed to the project through discussions at two of their clerks’ consultations.
Other ideas have come from the working group’s research into strategies developed by other
denominations. (See Acknowledgements page for list of contributors and respondents.)

Discovering and Developing Resources
The third phase of the project has been the development of this two-volume resource.
Book 1 contains discussion of the following topics:

Chapter 1 Called to Covenant: The Biblical and Theological Basis
for Call and Covenant

Chapter 2 Called to Care (1): The Ministry of Regular Pastoral Oversight
by Presbyteries
Chapter 3 Called to Be and to Do: The Ministry of Congregational Planning
Chapter 4 Called to Care (2): The Ministry of Crisis Intervention
by Presbyteries

The accompanying resource book provides practical tools for congregations and
presbyteries to use and adapt.

This two-volume resource is envisaged as a smorgasbord of approaches that are available
to address the concerns and issues that exist in our covenantal relationships. Rather than
being regarded as a one-size-fits-all resource, they are intended to inspire creative use,
adaptation and invention within the myriad ministry contexts found in this branch of
Christ’s church.

Sirmegthaning Coagragoiica: Frasbypisey Kaloiiosahipe

RESOURCE BOOK

Stinigthenig Cosg
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Chapter 1

CALLED
‘“COVENANT

The Biblical and Theological Basis
for Call and Covenant

“The days are surely coming when | will make a new covenant.... | will put my
law within them, and | will write it on their hearts; and | will be their God, and
they shall be my people.”2

“This is my blood of the new covenant, which is poured out for many for the
forgiveness of sins.”3

“There is one body and one Spirit, just as you were called to the one hope of
your calling, one Lord, one faith, one baptism, one God and Father of alll....”*

“We, though many, are one body in Christ, and individually members of
one another.”5

“Like good stewards of the manifold grace of God, serve one another with
whatever gift each of you has received.”¢
T he covenantal relationships that we affirm within The Presbyterian Church in Canada
are rooted in our identity as Christians, in the reality of who and whose we are. We
believe that we have been called into relationship with the Triune God — Father, Son
and Holy Spirit. We understand that this relationship is our primary purpose. As the Shorter
Catechism says: “Our chief end is to glorify and enjoy God forever.””

From scripture we learn that it is God who has initiated this covenant with us, acting in
baptism, by the power of the Holy Spirit, to graft us into the body of Christ.® Through
baptism, we share in all that God has accomplished for us in Christ, and we become united
with him. It is God who has given us the gifts enabling our response: the gift of faith in the
Lord Jesus Christ, the gift of the indwelling Holy Spirit to teach us and remind us of Christ
and to intercede for us, and the spiritual gifts to share Christ’s ministry.®

As baptized Christians, we become part of a unique community of faith. We become
God’s own children, part of the people God has set apart.!? Thus our calling into covenant
relationship with God places us in covenant relationship with others in the church, the
community of ‘those who have been called out’!! The church is described as Christ’s body.!?
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Within it, we are as intimately connected and dependent on one another as the members of
one body. We are instructed to look not only to our own interests but also to the interests of
others, having the mind of Christ and practising his self-giving love.

The church is Christ together with his people called both to worship and to serve him in
all of life.13 Through the church, the Lord continues his ministry. There is one ministry, the
ministry of Christ, and one minister, the Lord Jesus Christ. All members of the church are
called to participate in Christ’s work in the world, and all have been given gifts by God to do
so. In union with Christ, the church prays for and works toward the healing and salvation of
the world.

While Christ calls all Christians to share in his ministry, he also recognizes that there are
specific and necessary forms of leadership and responsibilities within the ministry of the
church.! Christ orders ministry for the continual renewal and nurturing of the church by

gifting and calling individuals to serve particular offices of ministry. In The Presbyterian
Church in Canada, these offices are ruling elder, congregational deacon, diaconal minister,
and minister of word and sacraments.

Since the church is Christ together with his people, there are no individual ministries.
Ministries are corporate in nature. Whenever Christians act to serve others in loving devotion

to God, Christ’s ministry takes place. All ministries are Christ’s ministry, given flesh among )
particular people in a particular place and at a particular time. Th eC h U I’Ch a H' rms
Affirming and Reaffirming Covenants the covenantal
The church affirms the covenantal relationships that form its identity each time it re | ation Sh | ps Th at
worships God. Whenever God’s people offer praise and seek the reconciling presence of
Father, Son and Holy Spirit, we acknowledge the covenants into which God has drawn us. form Its |de Nt Ty
At the same time we acknowledge the church’s constant need for reform. !> While the only h . .
faithful response to God’s call is obedience, the church’s life in every age is marked by failure each fime if
and sin. In disobedience we resist and refute our reliance on God and on one another as

worships God

members of Christ’s body, denying these realities of our existence. Nevertheless, guided by

the Holy Spirit in worship, the church offers confession and repentance and reaffirms its
commitment to the covenantal relationships God has made. The sacraments of baptism and
the Lord’s supper are special times when these foundational covenantal relationships are
reaffirmed and celebrated.

Within the life of The Presbyterian Church in Canada, there are other significant
occasions when particular kinds of covenantal relationships are affirmed in worship.!® When
individuals become members of a congregation by profession of faith, they voice their desire
to renounce evil and sin that separate them from the love of God. They also indicate their
intention to turn to Jesus Christ as Saviour and Lord, and to seek to mature as Christians in
the church, with the help of the Holy Spirit.

When a minister is inducted by the presbytery to become the minister of a congregation,
a statement (called “The Preamble”) is read summarizing what our church believes about
Christ’s church and ministry. Both minister and people declare their faith in the Triune God.
The minister promises to exercise care for the teachings of the church. The minister promises
also to share in the governing of the church and submit to its lawful oversight. Finally, the
minister promises to conduct himself/herself publicly and privately “as befits the gospel of
Christ”. For their part, the people promise to receive this minister “as from Christ” They
promise also to support the ministry generously. Finally, they pledge themselves to be
“co-servants with their minister under Christ”. Following prayers for faithfulness in keeping
these promises, the minister signs “the formula”, a statement kept by the presbytery testifying
to belief in the things declared in the preamble and ordination vows.
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When elders are ordained in a congregation, both the elders and the people declare their
faith in the Triune God. The elders promise to accept the teachings of the church. They
promise also to share in the governing of the church and submit to its lawful oversight.
Finally, they promise to perform their duties in the grace of Christ to build up the church.
For their part, the people promise to receive the newly ordained persons as elders “chosen
by God through the voice of the congregation to lead them in the way of Christ”. The people
promise further to encourage the elders and to respect their decisions.

Corporate Ministry Within the Courts of the Church

The covenantal relationships we affirm within The Presbyterian Church in Canada find
expression in many aspects of our life together, including the way we make decisions and
govern ourselves. We believe that the Spirit of God moves and is discerned within the
community of believers. Therefore one of the ways this denomination seeks to exercise
corporate ministry is by governing itself through church courts: sessions, presbyteries,
synods and General Assemblies.!”

These bodies are in interdependent relationships of responsibility and accountability to
one another. For instance, sessions have responsibility for the congregations that they govern.
At the same time, they are accountable for the exercise of their authority to the presbyteries
to which they belong. In a similar way, presbyteries have responsibility for the care and good
order of the congregations within their bounds and are answerable to the synods to which
they belong and to the General Assembly.

The interdependence between church courts means that the ministries of any court are
broader than the particular decisions it makes and the particular actions it carries out. In fact,
the ministries of any court include the ministries of all those under their care. For example,
the ministries of sessions include the ministries of all persons under their care. Equally, the
ministries of presbyteries include the ministries of all the congregations within their bounds
and all the ministers, members and adherents'® of those congregations. In fact, presbyteries
exist primarily to serve the congregations within them, to equip them for their ministries.
Without congregations, we would not have presbyteries.

This structure places church courts in a hierarchy, but never places individuals in a
hierarchy. In fact, the same individuals often serve in courts at different levels. Within any
particular court, all members serve as colleagues. Fach one has an equal voice and vote,

“to take away all occasion of tyranny.”!?

Minister-Congregation-Presbytery Covenants

Within our church structure, presbyteries have the responsibility of care both for
congregations and for ministers. Presbytery responsibility for congregations authorizes it
to take a number of significant actions in the life of a congregation: to constitute or dissolve
a congregation; to dissolve a session or to augment it with assessor elders from other
congregations in the presbytery; to approve or disapprove a congregation’s call to a minister;
to appoint a minister to a congregation for a term; to dissolve the pastoral tie between a
congregation and a minister. Presbytery responsibility for ministers authorizes it: to grant an
individual permission to prepare for ministry and to seek a call in this denomination; to
ordain a minister; to permit a minister to accept a call from a congregation; to induct or
appoint a minister to a particular ministry within the presbytery; to permit a minister to
resign or retire; to place a minister on a leave of absence; to investigate a complaint or charge
against a minister; to discipline a minister.

The dual responsibility of presbyteries for congregations and for ministers means that the
relationships they share are three-way covenants. Such covenants typically begin with the
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desire of the congregation and the minister to engage in ministry together: the congregation
agrees to call the minister and the minister wishes to accept this call. Once the presbytery
of the calling congregation gives its approval of the call and the minister accepts it,?° the
presbytery inducts the minister. That person becomes the minister of the congregation
and the moderator of its session. However the minister does not become a member of the
congregation. Instead, the minister becomes a member of the presbytery to which the
congregation belongs. The presbytery holds the minister’s credentials and is responsible for
the care, guidance and, if necessary, discipline of the minister. The minister serves as the
presbytery’s executive within the congregation, particularly with respect to matters relating
to worship.?!

The ending of such a three-way covenant requires the action of presbytery. Reasons for
presbyteries dissolving pastoral ties between congregations and ministers include: the

minister wishes to accept another call, to retire, to pursue some other employment or activity,
or is unable to continue for health reasons; the pastoral relationship between the congregation
and the minister has deteriorated; the presbytery is disciplining the minister for misconduct;
the congregation can no longer afford to support the minister. Regardless of the reason, the
presbytery is required to give the congregation and the minister appropriate notification and
opportunities to address the question of dissolving the pastoral tie before it makes its decision.

The Value of Congregation-Presbytery Relationships

Our presbyterian way of governing ourselves possesses a number of strengths. In the
first place, it provides a structure, time and place for the Spirit of God to be at work within
Christian community and to be discerned by it. There is a deep organic unity between the

membership of the church and its government, and between the supervising body in each
congregation (the session) and the supervising body that embraces each congregation (the F rom The g 0S pel
presbytery).?? .

Further, relationships of responsibility and accountability mean that all decisions are pers peC“Ve, The
not made at one le\IIel. The requirement to hold dlsc.usswns and to rr(lake S(?me dec1’510ns in b asic ][ [amewo rk
both the congregation and the presbytery may provide for a healthy ‘standing back’ from
the issues. This in turn may permit better decisions for the common good. lEOF a | | our

Moreover in very tangible ways, the fact that we are accountable to one another can
serve to keep us honest. Ministers and congregations know that they are accountable to the inferactions
presbytery for the way they conduct their ministries, and there may be times when this fact

Is not contract,

the fact that we are responsible for one another can serve to keep us connected to one another. bUT covenant

serves to influence their behaviour for the better. At the same time, also in very tangible ways,

Finally, relationships of responsibility and accountability mean that we are not alone

when we face challenges. Within a presbytery, for instance, a congregation may be able to
draw on the resources of others. The sharing of our human, material and monetary resources
provides the context for genuine community to develop, even as it allows us to accomplish
more than we could on our own.

Strengthening Congregation-Presbytery Relationships

How are we to live faithfully in these covenantal relationships? What attitudes and actions
will strengthen our ability to do so? What do we need to do to bring our life together more
fully in line with the beliefs we profess?

Accepting the Counter-Cultural Nature of the Gospel

Faithful living in covenantal relationships requires holding those covenants in high
esteem. However, there is much in our culture that argues against covenants.?* If we are to
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come to value more highly our covenantal relationships within The Presbyterian Church in
Canada, we will need to accept the counter-cultural nature of our calling as Christians.

Just how greatly the gospel contradicts the norms of our world can be seen in a brief
overview. Modern Western society awards the highest priority to the individual. Persons are
encouraged to hold “what is true for me” as the ultimate value. As a result, individualistic
perspectives outweigh other values that are based on commitment to the whole.

The influence of this value system can be seen in Canada in the repatriation of the
constitution and the proclamation of a Charter of Rights and Freedoms (1982). The charter
gives priority to the rights and freedoms of individuals, but does not balance this priority
with a ‘charter of responsibilities™ the responsibilities of the individual to society as a whole.
This omission has yielded a culture that is increasingly individualistic and quick to initiate
law suits.

Modern economics reflects these same values. The basic interaction is one of exchange, in
which producer and consumer decide what is bought and sold at what price. Contracts spell
out limits and clearly define who will be served and at what price. From a consumerist
perspective, the highest declared value is pleasing the consumer.

The contrast to the worldview to which we are called as Christians could not be more
striking. Here God is honoured as the highest value. We are understood not as self-contained
individuals in charge of our own destiny. Instead, our faith teaches us that we are dependent
persons who find completeness in Christ and in relation to the community of those who
share faith in Christ. Human dignity and worth are sacred because they are derived from
God loving us, not from our personal achievements or social roles.

From the gospel perspective, the basic framework for all our interactions is not contract,
but covenant. Covenant starts with God who is different and unequal in the relationship and
whose covenant qualities are steadfast love and faithfulness. Covenant is shaped by God’s
grace. Biblical ‘economics’ are centred, not on exchange, but on donation. What is valued is
self-giving for the sake of others, patterned after the way the Father, the Son and the Holy
Spirit relate to one another in the Trinity.

Flying in the face of our society’s individualism, our Christian faith teaches us the reality
that we depend on one another. Yet if we do not acknowledge the counter-cultural nature of
the gospel, we will not recognize our need for one another. In congregations and presbyteries,
we share much more than a common structure. We share the experience of the living God at
work in our lives. As we face the challenge of discerning God’s grace and maintaining a
perspective of faith in a culture of unfaith, we need one another. Covenantal relationships
permit us to support one another in holding fast to what we believe.

Our shared life within the body of Christ means also that we are accountable to God and
to one another. All authority in the church is rooted in this accountability. We need to
understand and accept Christ’s requirement that we submit to one another. We are called to
give and receive trust that allows others, in the name of Christ, to have power over us. If we
do not accept our interdependence, if we deny the reality that we have been placed in
relationships of responsibility and accountability, our covenant language will make no sense.
Whenever a congregation feels that it should handle its life without any reference to the
presbytery, whenever a minister shuns the presbytery, whenever a presbytery has no
commitment to guiding and caring for its congregations or its ministers, the covenant
relationship between them is weakened.

Faithful living in covenantal relationships requires the transforming of our minds and
hearts. The capacity to value covenant is a fruit of maturing discipleship that enables us to
recognize and embrace God’s ways.

Called to Covenant



Recovenanting

Faithful living in covenantal relationships requires the recognition that at times we have
failed. Even as the church celebrates its redemption in Christ, it remains a community of
sinners. This means that we act in ways that separate us from God and from one another.
Yet keeping the faith means keeping in covenantal relationships. Consequently we stand in
continual need of confession, repentance, restoration and the renewal of those covenants.
We must provide opportunities for recovenanting at appropriate times and contexts as we
seek to strengthen congregation-presbytery relationships.

Building Relationships of Trust

The quality of relationships and of the care we provide one another will have a
tremendous impact on the healthiness of the covenants between us. Responding faithfully
to being called to covenant means developing relationships characterized by respect and
Christian love. It means taking the time to know one another. It means acting out of pastoral
concern and seeking to help the church fulfill its mission by encouraging people to offer their
gifts in Christ’s ministry. The importance of nurturing trust within the relationships shared
by congregations, ministers and presbyteries cannot be emphasized too strongly.

The Way Ahead

The Called to Covenant project is focussed on three areas where congregations and
presbyteries are most intimately involved: regular pastoral oversight of congregations
and ministers by presbyteries, planning of congregational ministries and crisis intervention
by presbyteries. The three focal areas are interconnected. Each complements the other,
and the fruitfulness of the church’s efforts in one area may affect how well it does in
another.

The interconnectedness between regular pastoral oversight, congregational planning
and crisis intervention can be seen in the following disturbing scenario. Unfortunately, this
scenario would be familiar in many of our presbyteries. The presbytery has not visited the
congregation for five years at the point when a request for help from the session brings a
troubled situation to its attention. The session ‘S-O-S’ comes in the form of a petition,
forwarded by the session, from some individuals in the congregation who are asking for
action against the minister or congregational leaders.?*

The presbytery sends in a visitation team. It finds individuals and groups engaging in
hurtful behaviour that is eroding the relationships between them. There are several other
indications that the conflict has reached a high level.

Further knowledge of the congregation reveals that both the people and the minister have
become frustrated because the congregation’s ministry is not what they think it should be
(and perhaps not what it once was). This frustration has led to destructive cycles of blame.
The people are critical of the minister and perhaps other congregational leaders (blaming
the pilot), while at the same time feeling powerless: since the session cannot deal with a
complaint against its moderator (i.e. the minister), they ask, who ever evaluates the minister’s
competence? The minister is critical of the people and perhaps other congregational leaders
(blaming the crew), and also feels powerless: since church is perceived by some as a ‘volunteer’
organization, who can insist that the people honour their pledge “to be co-servants with their
minister under Christ”?

Yet, sadly, minister and congregation have not worked to discern who God is calling them
to be together. Nor have they tried to understand the world in which they are to bear witness
to the love of God. How can ministry be reviewed and guided, with wisdom and grace, when
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the minister and people have not struggled to understand God’s call to them in that
particular time and place?

Lacking such prayerful reflection, they easily lose sight of the spiritual dimensions of
the church’s mission and fall prey to survival mentality and nostalgia. They ask: How can
we get the people we need to keep going? How can we ‘do church’ so that it will look the
way it used to look? They also fail to understand that, in some measure, life in the church
cannot be the way it was because the world has changed. Societal attitudes and trends have
changed the place the Christian church has in society and are placing tremendous stresses
on it. Some examples are the increase of belief that life can be lived without God
(secularism), the deterioration of consensus that absolute truths exist (relativism), the
decrease of inclination among Christians to seek involvement in a congregation (non-
institutional Christian faith) and the depopulation of some parts of the country.

Fortunately, another scenario is also familiar in many presbyteries. In this case, the
congregation has planned and reviewed its ministries. The session has arranged times of
prayer, bible study and discussion when people have sought God’s direction for their
congregation. They have asked: Who is God calling us to be among the people who live in
this community? What is God calling us to do? How will we share the work? What roles
will each of us take, whether minister, elder, congregational leader or member? What
concretely are we planning to do, and what are the next steps on that journey? How fruitful
do our efforts so far appear to have been, and what shape should this work take in future:
the same or different? What support or resources do we need?

In the context of prayerful working together to learn and carry out God’s will for the
congregation, it experiences a unifying sense of purpose. People feel free to offer their
opinions. In discussions about the direction the congregation should take, there are many
voices expressing a variety of views, often passionately. People seem to expect such
diversity: after all, hasn’t our creative God made us all wonderfully? The result is an
environment where people and viewpoints are respected and energy is released for
mission. It is not uncommon for two individuals to disagree about the importance of one
part of the congregation’s ministry while working together side by side in another area.
When this dynamic is repeated many times across the congregation, the people are
effectively bound together by their very diversity. The shared commitment to witness to
the love of God in particular ways helps the people and the minister to work together even
in the face of demanding challenges. They are strengthened for their witness and for
avoiding destructive conflict.

The presbytery sends a visitation team at regular intervals. It uses the congregation’s
plan for ministry as the framework for the encouragement and guidance it offers the
congregation and the minister.

These two scenarios illustrate how faithfulness of congregations in planning and
reviewing their ministries and faithfulness of presbyteries in caring for their congregations
and their ministers through regular oversight reduce greatly the development of crises that
require presbyteries to intervene. At the same time, as congregation and presbytery engage
in these activities, relationships that develop assist presbyteries to intervene wisely on those
occasions when problems do develop and the congregation needs the presbytery to serve as
an outside resource.

Both scenarios — and a wide range of possibilities in between — are part of the
current reality of The Presbyterian Church in Canada. The goal of efforts initiated by the
Called to Covenant project is to strengthen the covenantal relationships between
congregations and presbyteries through attention to the key ministries of regular pastoral
oversight, congregational planning and crisis intervention. Strengthening the ability of
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congregations and presbyteries to engage in all these kinds of interactions will certainly
build trust. At the same time, these interactions can be expected to be most fruitful when
relationships of trust have been built.

Strengthening the covenantal relationships between congregations and presbyteries

will require changes of mind, heart and will as well as improvements in skills and abilities.

Certainly the energy and commitment such transformation demands can appear
daunting. Nevertheless our efforts will help The Presbyterian Church in Canada to be
more truly who God is calling us to be: communities that build up the body of Christ,
bringing its covenant members to the unity of the faith and of the knowledge of the
Son of God, to maturity in Christ.?®

Called to Covenant
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Chapter 2

CALLED

‘CARE

The Ministry of Regular Pastoral
Oversight by Presbyteries

ongregations and presbyteries are called to be in covenantal relationship with God

and each other. (For fuller discussion, see chapter 1) The congregation, established

by and accountable to the presbytery, is called to carry out Christ’s ministry. The
presbytery is responsible for the care and oversight of the congregations within its bounds.
Presbytery pastoral oversight includes encouraging an atmosphere where each congregation
experiences the grace of God, and stimulating and helping congregations to fulfil their
mission as best they can. Presbyteries are to support and encourage congregations in all the
various seasons of their lives, providing information and offering perspective by observing
situations from outside the context of the congregation, seeing the bigger picture.

The covenant between a congregation and a presbytery becomes a three-way covenant
whenever a minister is called by the congregation, with presbytery approval, or appointed to
the congregation by the presbytery. Presbytery oversight of ministers, who become members
of presbytery, includes offering them support, encouragement and a broader perspective on
matters relating to their ministry.

These relationships of responsibility and accountability flow out of the covenant into
which Christ has drawn us, and must be understood and accepted as such. In its most faithful
expressions, pastoral oversight by presbyteries is intentional, proactive, explicit and carried
out in an atmosphere of mutual trust and shared respect where faith and will work together.
Where pastoral oversight is achieved in its fullness, there will be openness, mutual concern,
inclusivity, celebration, transparency and strong relationships.

Points of Contact

The significant contexts where the paths of presbyteries and congregation may cross are:

* presbytery meetings

* congregational visitations

+  pulpit vacancies

* presbytery educational events

+ session meetings and congregational events.

Each of these interactions provides an opportunity to strengthen the relationships that
form the basis for the covenants between congregations, ministers and presbyteries. To
improve the giving and receiving of pastoral oversight by presbyteries, a number of strategies
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have been identified. They are listed below, not in any order of importance since different
approaches may need to be emphasized at different times in any particular relationship.
These basic strategies include finding ways:

* to improve communication

+ to help people to get to know each other

+ to worship God together

+ to focus attention on our primary purpose — the worship, love and service of God —

and allow this reality to shape what we do together

* to share celebrations and concerns

+ to pray for one another

* to strengthen Christian faith and discipleship

+ to teach: increase knowledge and skills needed for roles and tasks

+ to provide information and support

* to take some specific actions to fulfill your responsibilities and to encourage others to

do the same.

In the sections that follow, these basic approaches have been applied to the significant
points of contact between congregations and presbyteries. The list of ideas is comprehensive
and includes things being done routinely by some presbyteries. Presbyteries are encouraged
to pick and choose, experimenting to discover which approaches are most helpful in their
context.

A. PRESBYTERY MEETINGS

The suggestions are described in terms of the component parts of a presbytery meeting:
welcoming, location/time, worship, fellowship, challenges and celebrations, business,
commissioning and blessing.

Welcoming

Invitation
+ Extend the invitation to all within the bounds of presbytery.
+ Invite a different elder each month to go with the representative elder to the meeting.
+ Announce meetings in congregational bulletins, newsletters, by email, on website.
+ Ensure that it is clear how to find and gain access to the meeting location,
e.g. map/signs, church and room name.
+ Provide parking information.

Greeting
+ Have a greeter to welcome presbyters and guests.
+ Use name tags.
+ Introduce and welcome visitors in the meeting.

Initiation
+ Familiarize those present with how the meeting will unfold (who/how/when to speak).
For guests/visitors, a brief handout could be provided or the moderator could give a
brief summary.
+ Introduce new members to the court through a training session, providing a job
description and/or holding a covenanting service at the time of establishing the new
roll of the presbytery at the fall meeting.
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Location/Time
+ Rotate the location of each meeting (if possible) among congregations to increase the
awareness of its constituent congregations and to provide congregational members
with greater opportunity to attend.
+ Consider the ambiance and seating of the meeting (visibility, hearing, comfort) to
enhance the meeting dynamics.
+ Consider a time that includes people who work outside the church.

Worship

While every court of the church is opened and closed with prayer, it is generally
recognized that time should be set apart for worship as time and circumstances permit.
Some courts integrate the worship and meeting time. When the presbytery meeting takes
place within the context of worship, it reminds those present of the ways they are connected
through covenant. Some presbyteries hold a service of worship immediately before the prayer
of constitution which opens the presbytery meeting. Others carry out the entire presbytery
meeting as a service of worship, an approach that puts into practice a concept called
‘worshipful work’.2® (See “Worshipful Work”, in the Resource Book.)

Fellowship

Being together ‘at table’ is regarded as a crucial part of building relationships. For example
one presbytery that was experiencing conflict agreed to gather together for a meal before the
presbytery meeting. No presbytery business could be discussed during the meal time. Eating
together became important in healing the present conflict and in reducing future conflicts.
If a meal is not possible at each meeting, some presbyteries have dinner at specific meetings
throughout the year.

Always plan a social break at meetings for a scheduled length of time and at a
scheduled time.

Some presbyteries have used retreats as an important vehicle for building trust,
community and collegiality among presbyters (members of presbytery).

Challenges and Celebrations

+ Share good news stories.

+ Have time for the prayer concerns and celebrations of congregations, individuals and
committees of presbytery.

+ Share challenges.

+ Research and collect data from congregations to identify issues that clusters of
congregations within the presbytery may be experiencing.

+ Act upon the shared concerns of congregations by providing leadership in seeking
possible solutions for these issues.

+ Facilitate meetings for sessions within presbytery to discuss common issues and seek
new directions.

+ Have a pastoral care team of presbytery for the support of ministers and/or
congregations.

+ If the presbytery rotates locations for its meeting, encourage the host congregation to
share what is happening in that congregation.

« If the presbytery meeting location doesn’t rotate among all congregations, provide
opportunity, on a rotating basis, for congregations to share what is happening.

Called to Covenant



Business

+ Seek to speak and listen to the truth in love; be respectful, recognizing that people may
share different understandings of the truth. At the beginning of each year, agree upon
how presbyters will interact with each other and covenant to carry this out.

+ Provide training in running meetings and in conflict resolution.

+  Seek collaboration, not competition. Meeting formats that place the business of the
court within an atmosphere of worship enhance collegiality.

+ Determine what issues are to be dealt with as a full court and what issues will be
referred to a committee.

+ When assigning jobs or tasks, consider the skills and giftedness of people, offer training
to enhance skill sets, and set a term for the appointment.

+ Appoint lay people to presbytery committees (not just presbyters) to share the
workload and provide different perspectives and skills.

+ Set up a mentorship program for new presbyters whether they may have been a
presbyter in another presbytery or not.

* Prepare and distribute to all new members a clear and concise outline of the “Standing
Orders” of the court. This helps people understand how the court orders its work.

Commissioning and Blessing
+ Summarize the corporate decisions made and actions taken, and offer them to God

in prayer.

+  Offer time at the end of the meeting for comment on the process.

+ End the meeting with worship, commissioning, and benediction.

+  Communicate the work of presbytery back to the session and congregation for
information, input and prayer.

+ Seek fellowship and conversation with colleagues after and between meetings.

B. PRESBYTERY VISITATION TO CONGREGATIONS

The visitation to congregations by the presbytery is a cornerstone in the covenant
relationship between congregation and presbyteries. When this is weak the whole structure
is affected. Throughout the church there is a wide variety of practice in carrying out this
important role. Some presbyteries no longer have visits; others make token visits but most try
to fulfill this significant role. Where visitations are working well, there is significant attention
paid to the following steps:

+ pre-visitation preparation

* questions

* visitation

+ covenanting and moving forward

+ evaluation.

Pre-Visitation Preparation

+ The purpose and terms of the visitation should be explored and agreed upon by all
parties involved.

+ In cases when the congregation has worked already to discern the particular ministries
to which God is calling it, the presbytery visitation team will wish to receive ahead of
time any materials describing the congregation’s planning.

+ In all cases, the presbytery visitation team should preview congregational statistical
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reports, annual reports and newsletters. As well, presbytery visitors should be
knowledgeable about the presbytery’s mission, vision and plans, since this information
might be pertinent to the congregation as it further develops its plans.

+ A timeline for the process should be agreed upon.

Questions

« If there is consensus in any one thing it is that the questions dealing with presbytery
visitation of congregations found in the Book of Forms are in significant need of
revision: the wording is outdated and many questions are designed in yes/no format
rather than to foster dialogue.?” Most presbyteries have adopted their own questions.

* Adequate time should be given to the dissemination and answering of any
questionnaire used prior to the visit